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A STUDY OF KEATS'S 'ODE TO A NIGHTINGALE'
By JANET SPENS T may appear superfluous and presumptuous to attem of Keats's 'Ode to a Nightingale' when we have amon the critiques of the late Poet Laureate Dr. Bridges' and o Professor of Poetry at Oxford.2 But since both these aut with the close of the poem, I suggest that perhaps there is to be said, for the poet is more likely to understand his ow than the ordinary reader, but even than the skilled cri of course, in a different class, but he seems a little uneasy prose judgement, and in his 'Nightingales' 'with his sin him' he has implicitly met in part his own and Mr. Gar Dr. Bridges esteemed 'The Ode to a Nightingale' m than the 'Ode to Autumn' which is often held to be the 'Ode to Autumn', he points out, 'does not in any pa marvellous heights attained by several of the others in and even if judged as a whole, it is left far behind by the "Nightingale", in which the mood is more intense, a in richness and variety with its subject'. But later he t praise by the criticism that 'the thought of the penultim wast not born for death, immortal bird"] is fanciful an being as immortal as the bird in every sense except that of is assumed and does not satisfy'. A little later he compl 'loses hold of his main idea in the words "plaintive anth pressing the dying away of the sound changes its charac Mr. Garrod echoes this judgement about the change in tion of the song and goes further, calling 'plaintive anth note which the Ode discovers'. He says he does not difficulty about the penultimate stanza and gives his ow it, and he repudiates Dr. Bridges's judgement that 'no p high for those last six verses of the poem'. 'That praise', say [too high] . . . the close [is] not wholly worthy of the re He thinks the main idea has been lost, and the poem suf time 'a deterioration of rhythmical effect'.
We have, then, two main criticisms. First, a char from the ecstasy of the opening-assumed to b poem-to the melancholy at the close, and it is unmotived, unrelated, almost an oversight. Th poem lacks the unity of a work of art.
Bridges objects secondly to the idea of the pen and superficial'. Garrod does not feel the objec phasis Miss Amy Lowell's explanation that Keats nightingale'. Keats, he says, does mean 'the pa ing at that instant. This "light-winged Drya other Dryads-and Naiads, and all nymphs an of Faery, all the lesser divinities of the clas This nightingale and not the species merely to born for death". This nightingale, and not som heard "in ancient days" by I know not what " I venture to think that of the three criticism nearest and Professor Garrod's the furthest fro be relying chiefly on Coleridge's doctrine of 'p a 'willing suspension of disbelief' (Biograph Coleridge invented-or discovered-this doctrine Mariner' in argument, one supposes with Word overlooked sometimes that Coleridge does not i should depend on the supernatural element fo disbelief' is needed. In the case of 'The Ancien the reader may disbelieve the objective existence o out altering the poetic effect, so long as he accept it was there.
But in Keats's poem the writer himself is spea his experience we must share if we are to attai do not believe that that particular nighting Garrod's explanation would have been rejec proved by passages in his letters. On 8 March two months before the 'Nightingale' was comp to this resolution-never to write for the sake of w but from running over with any little knowledge years of reflection may perhaps give me.'2 M means that at the climax of his poem, Keats of tional stone for the bread of poetic and spiritua of the poem is clearly the poet's attempt to e from 'the weariness, the fever and the fret' of hi Nature from others is its 'abstractedness. The interest we feel in human nature is exclusive, and confined to the individual, the interest we feel in external nature is common, and transferable from one object to all others of the same class.' Further 'there is generally speaking the same foundation for our love of Nature as for our habitual attachments, namely association of ideas'.
But the peculiar quality of this attachment is the 'transferable nature of our feelings with respect to physical objects' so that 'if we have once associated strong feelings of delight with the objects of natural scenery . .. we shall ever after feel the same delight in other objects of the same sort'. He goes on:
If we have once enjoyed the cool shade of a tree, and been lulled into a deep repose by the sound of a brook running at its foot, we are sure that wherever we can find a shady stream, we can enjoy the same pleasure again, so that when we imagine these objects, we can easily form a mystic personification of the friendly power that inhabits them, Dryad or Naiad, offering its cool fountain or its tempting shade. Hence the origin of Grecian mythology. All the objects of the same kind being the same, not only in their appearance, but in their practical uses, we habitually confound them together under the same general idea.
Thus, he goes on to explain, all the associations with all the individuals of a species known to us, come together to enrich each, and each becomes the symbol of a whole complex of emotions. After illustrating his thesis from his own and from Rousseau's experience, Hazlitt ends his lecture with these words: 'The cuckoo, "that wandering voice" that comes and goes with the spring, mocks our ears with one note from youth to age; and the lapwing, screaming round the traveller's path, repeats for ever the same sad story of Tereus and Philomel!'
We have reached the nightingale and Hazlitt has used it to unite not merely the memories of one lifetime, but those of remote centuries, and to carry us finally into the world of Greek myth.
The penultimate stanza of the Nightingale ode, which holds the key of its mystery, is built on this coda of Hazlitt's lecture. Keats is trying to reach the Poetic Paradise-Happiness as he defines it in Endymion. To be happy is to be 'rapt into a sort of oneness, into a fellowship of essence and free of space', to be freed, that is, from the individual experience and to be swept into the vast and infinitely various flood of emotion in the Davideis. 'The whole system of life', he writes, 'while the Theocracy was yet visible, has an appearance so different from all other scenes of human action, that the reader of the Sacred Volume habitually considers it as the peculiar mode of existence of a distinct species of mankind, that lived and acted with manners uncommunicable.' Johnson had the gift of putting his finger on the intimate, barely conscious feelings of the ordinary man of his own day; and this was certainly the feeling about the world of the Old Testament not only of his own contemporaries, but of the great mass of Christian men and women, for more than a hundred years later. Keats is using this conceptional difficulty, the sort of historical incongruity to suggest a state of being between that of ancient history and the world of pure poetry where he would be. The Nightingale's song is heard through the ages and out of time by Ruth: the next step is into 'Faery lands forlorn'. I leave this stanza for the moment and go back to the beginning of the poem. Dr. Bridges has suggested that the first stanza has been deflected from the natural syntax by a reminiscence of a passage in Browne's The last lines are generally taken as referring to the Babes in the Wood, so that they are probably equivalent to saying that he could be content to die. Two other comments may be permitted. The reader (that is, the poet), is 'full-hearted' with joy, as the nightingale sings in 'full-throated ease'-the emotion is the same. Linnet is equivalent to goldfinch, which bird is that first seen at the beginning of The Flower and the Leaf. Keats's sonnet omits mention of the Nightingale: Hazlitt's prose paraphrase omits mention of the linnet or goldfinch. Keats's preoccupation with the linnet suggests the influence of Wordsworth's 'Green Linnet'.
Hazlitt says that Chaucer's natural descriptions 'have a local truth and ' That Keats was conscious of the way in which other writers played in and out of his thought is suggested by a letter to Reynolds of 3 May I8I8: 'This crossing a letter is not without its association-for chequer-work leads us naturally to a Milkmaid, a Milkmaid to Hogarth, Hogarth to Shakespeare, Shakespeare to Hazlitt-Hazlitt to Shakespeare-and thus by merely pulling an apron-string we set a pretty peal of Chimes at work. Let them chime on while, with your patience, I will return to Wordsworth....' (Letters, i. 155).
freshness, which gives the very feeling of the a of the ground'. He goes on to cite the beginning as an example of this, and speaks of 'the youn bower, and listening in the morning of the year, t gale; while her joy rises with the rising song and pause ... and still increases and repeats and pro ebb'. The author of The Flower and the Leaf h after midnight to hear the nightingale, but could listening for it Thought sodainly I felt so sweet an air Of the eglantere, that certainly, There is no hert I deme, in such despair Ne with thoughtes froward and contrair So overlaid, but it shuld soone have bote
If it had ones felt this savour sote.
And then she sees a goldfinch (linnet) 'leaping prettily' and 'Whan he had eten what he ete wold' he began to sing, and was at last answered by the Nightingale 'with so merry a note ... that all the wode rong' and the listener was so ravished with the song 'that, til late and long / Ne wist I in what place I was, ne where'. She discovers the nightingale in a 'fresh green laurer-tree':
That gave so passing a delicious smel According to the eglantere ful wel. The Ode is an attempt to find a p mind in which 'the weariness, the f only the ecstasy of the poetic perc of it in the pastoral poetry of The Fl and made more lovely in four of t the evils from which he seeks rele that Paradise; it is unreal and takes n which in fact are pressing on him lecture had brought together with another peace, 'the deep delight th with which he is surrounded and cr he were charmed with enchaunted rimes'.
Is not short payne well borne, that brings long ease And layes the soul to sleep in quiet grave? Sleep after toyle, port after stormie seas Ease after warre, death after life, does greatly please.
But, I think, there is a definite turning away from the temptation at the end of the stanza. Death would make him deaf and blind to the beauty of the world concentrated in the bird's song, and he cries out that it is of immortal life not death that the nightingale sings: its song 'becks' him to the 'fellowship divine': he has stept into the oneness of the world of pure emotion. But that emotion is of infinite sadness-Ruth 'sick for home'; 'the perilous seas of Faery lands forlorn'. Kea November 1817: 'I have never yet been able to be known for truth by consequitive [logical ? here he gives us a graduated sequence of e rapturous beauty of the bird song carries him which context the marvellous is more credibl deeper understanding of the song to share the in and from there to 'Faery lands forlorn'.2 I th through the stages does for a moment capture and six, and as an undercurrent always, there yearning; in this penultimate stanza it appears the vision of happiness as Keats defined it. Br gales' seems to support Keats's experience and essence.
Beautiful must be the mountains whence ye come And bright in the fruitful valleys, the streams, wh
Ye learn your song. Where are those starry woods? O might I wander Among the flowers, which in that heavenly air Bloom the year long! Nay barren are those mountains and spent the str Our song is the voice of desire, that haunts our dr A throe of the heart, Whose pining visions dim, forbidden hopes profou No dying cadence nor long sigh can sound For all our art.
The last stanza of Keats's poem, as I noted above, was regarded by Mr.
Garrod as definitely unworthy of the rest of the poem. Dr. Bridges thought no praise too high for the last six lines, but found the introduction of the stanza 'artificial'. There is no doubt that the music both of sound and meaning drops suddenly, but I suggest that the poem required it. The Eternal moment had been reached, reached by the intensity of yearning uniting the poet with the exiles of all ages. The link had snapped, and the poet is back imprisoned in his 'sole self'. The revulsion is needed to cut off and make convincing the Immortal experience. The poet returns to earth by way of the Fancy of the opening experience, now found empty. The bird remains real, but withdraws beyond his knowing. 'Do I wake or sleep?' Was that Reality or this?
' Letters, i. 73. 2 'Perilous seas' was at first 'keelless seas'. I have always suspected that Romeo's words to Juliet have some connexion with this famous couplet: 'Wert thou as far as that vast shore washed with the furthest seas', and again with Keats's own 'shore of the wide world' in the sonnet beginning 'When I have fears that I may cease to be'.
